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Dear Commissioner Kennard:

On February 8, 1998, the Telecommunications Act of 1996 was two years oid. I am very
concerned that during these two years we have seen few measurable benefits for
consumers. Among the shortcomings is the fact that the Bell companies are still not
permitted to provide long distance service.

As a former state utility commissioner, I would like to see the States take a role in
recommending when a local telephone company has properly met the requirements of the
1996 Act in order to be permitted into the long distance market. While this works in the
beginning of the process, when a state's message gets to Washington, D. C., it gets
ignored. Enclosed is a recently published op-ed that highlights my concerns.

I recommend that Congress and the FCC work to set a date certain for opening the
telecommunications markets to competition, and in the meantime the FCC should rely on
state regulators to determine when local markets have been opened to competition. I'm
afraid that if we don't move quickly to ensure competition in these markets, consumers
will continue to be the losers.

Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Stanford L. Levin, Ph.D.
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Aconsumerist approach
to telecommunications

·wth the full, enthusiastic
approval of state regula­
tors in Louisiana, Bell­
South has recently

applied for a second time to the
Federal Communications Commis­
sion to provide long distance tele­
phone service to its customers in
Louisiana. As a result, the debate
over whether or not the local Bell
telephone cGmpanies should be
able to offer fong distance service
to their customers is heating up
once again, and the interests of
telecommunications consumers are
once again being ignored.

Louisiana state regulators have
determined that telecommunica­
tions consumers will benefit, after
all, from the additional competition
engendered by letting the Bells pro­
vide long distance service and from
the flexibility and convenience of
one-stop shopping. On the other
hand, United States federal regula­
tors in the past have apparently
been more concerned about
whether individual competitors
might be financially harmed if the
BeDs provide. long distance service.

Let's hope that the FCC, with four
new Commissioners, will break
with the precedents of the previous
commission and permit more com­
petition in telecommunications.
Their only opportunity this year
may be in Louisiana. BellSouth's
application is likely to be their only
----.-..~~_.!_. L.. ••__ .............. _ ...._ ••1...

are not yet ready to give their
approval to other companies. It is
important for the FCC to signal that
the roadblock has been taken down
and that consumers will be allowed
to benefit from lower prices and
more choice. The FCC needs to
allow the local Bell telephone com­
panies into long distance once they
have made realistic commitments
to opening their local markets to
competition, and the state commis­
sions are the ones who should
decide when that has happened.

I wrote on this exact topic in this
newspaper in January 1998. At
that time I said that we were almost
two years into the implementation
of the Thlecommunications Act of
1996 with no progress. Under the
terms of the act, the FCC must
approve requests by the local Bell
companies to provide long distance
service to their customers. The
Thlecommunications Act ties this
approval to the Bells opening their
local markets to competition. The
debate over whether local markets
are open to competition and
whether the Bells should be allowed._t_ In.nn tliQtan,-.iP h!JiQ. Inno .cinrp

tions, often with little basis in fact.
Positions have been repeated so

long and so loudly that they are
often taken as true, or at least to
have some merit, without any care­
ful or fresh analysis. In the midst of
this, the FCC has been unable to
move forward. Indeed, the FCC
itself has been part of the problem
by establishing a set of conditions
for opening local markets to com­
petition that may be impossible to
meet and by raising these standards
as the Bells make progress toward
meeting them. This has provided no
consumer benefits. It is time for the
FCC to get realistic and to cease
blocking these benefits from reach­
ing local telephone customers
before we reach the third anniver­
sary of the act in February of 1999.

Competition benefits consumers.
There is one party to this debate
that does not have a financial inter­
est in the outcome and that has con­
sumers' interests as its primary
objective: the state public service
commissions. In the case of Bell­
South's application to provide long
distance service in Louisiana, the
I .nl1i~ilma Public Service Commis-

sive analysis of the state of local
competition in Louisiana. The PSC
has weighed the costs and benefits
and insured that BellSouth has met
the 14-point checklist set out by
Congress. They have considered
the public interest. The PSC has
done this not once, but tWice. This
considerable expenditure of time
and effort has resulted in a careful
evaluation and a reasoned endorse­
ment of BellSouth's application to
provide long distance service in
Louisiana.

The Louisiana PSC, which
should be in the best position to
make this determination, hasfound
that local telecommunications mar­
kets are sufficiently open to com­
petition so that BellSouth should
be permitted to offer long distance
service in Louisiana. The commis­
sion has decided there is a positive
balance between the opening of
local markets and the consumer
benefits from increased long dis­
tance competition and one-stop
shopping. Rather than trying to
make this determination from
Washington, the FCC should recog­
nize that the Louisiana PSC under­
stands what is best for Louisiana
telephone customers and should
give substantial weight to the rec­
ommendation of the Louisiana
commission. There should be over­
whelming evidence to the contrary
before the FCC overrules the
Louisiana PSC's recommendation.

tial competitors of BellSouth in the
long distance market to oppose
BellSouth's application, using what­
ever arguments they can muster.
These companies are attempting to
use the regulatory process to limit
the competition they face, and it is
up to regulators to see through such
subterfuges. In this case, the
Louisiana PSC has. We can only
hope that the FCC follows suit.

The telecommunications indus­
try is in the process of reorganizint:(
itselfthrough mergers and re-align­
ments. These new companies will
be full service providers, offering
consumers the complete range of
telecommunications and computer
products that they demand. If the
FCC restricts some companies.
such as the local Bell companies.
from offering this fullHne of ser­
vices to their customers, they will
be limiting the benefits of compe­
tition that consumers may obtain
and will be reducing the degree of
competition in the industry. None
of this benefits consumers.

The FCC should take their lead
from the states and give consumers
choice.

STANFORD L. LEVIN
(The writer is Professor of Eco
nomics at Southern Illinois Ulli
versify Edwardsville and a former
Commissioner of the Illinois Com
~erce <;ommissi~n, t~e pu~~~c u!il


